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Objectives. To determine factors that influenced students’ choice of pharmacy as a major and assess
relationships between these factors and anticipatory socialization.
Methods. Two hundred fifteen freshman and sophomore students enrolled in a 0-6 doctor of pharmacy
program completed a survey instrument on which they rated 6 motivational factors in their decision to
major in pharmacy and answered questions related to anticipatory socialization. Bivariate and multi-
variate analyses were used to answer the research questions posed.
Results. Female students ranked desire to help others as a stronger motivating factor in their decision to
pursue a career in pharmacy than did male students. Caucasian students rated providing more career
opportunities and providing an entry-level doctorate as stronger motivating factors for pursuing phar-
macy than did Asian students. Asian students had lower levels of anticipatory socialization than other
students. Students with higher levels of motivation had higher levels of anticipatory socialization.
Conclusion. Results of this study provide further insight into effective recruiting strategies and rec-
ommendations for improved pharmacy education.
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INTRODUCTION
A variety of factors influence students’ choice of phar-

macy as a major including interest in science, desire to earn
a high salary, desire to help people, desire for job and/or
economic security, desire to have a prestigious career, in-
fluence of certain individuals (eg, a family member, phar-
macist, relative, friend, guidance counselor), and inability
to get into medical school (ie, pharmacy was their second
choice).1-10 However, these choices may be made without
much knowledge or consideration of what constitutes a ca-
reer in pharmacy.

Regardless of what motivates students to major in phar-
macy, once they choose the major, they are on a path to
becoming professionals. They do so through professional
socialization, which refers to the ‘‘process by which people
selectively acquire the values and attitudes, the interests, the
skills and knowledge—in short, the culture—current in the
groups of which they are, or seek to become a member.’’11

Pharmacy students are expected to develop professional
ethos, or philosophy of the profession, including moral,
ethical, and caring behaviors. Like other professions, phar-

macy has its own norms and values for professionalism
including: knowledge and skills of the profession, commit-
ment to self-improvement, service orientation, pride in the
profession, covenant to care for patients, creativity, con-
science and trustworthiness, accountability for one’s work,
ethically sound decision making, and leadership.12,13

Pharmacy students learn about these traits mostly
during the ‘‘pre-arrival’’ stage through a process known as
anticipatory socialization, which refers to the entire learn-
ing and knowledge intake that prepares the individual for
becoming a professional.14-17 The 2 primary phases in an-
ticipatory socialization are ‘‘realism, the extent to which
the individual has a full and accurate picture of what life
in the organization is really like, indicates how successfully
the individual has completed the information shaping and
information evaluation part of his recruitment’’; and ‘‘con-
gruence, the extent to which the organization’s resources
and individual needs and skills are mutually satisfying, in-
dicates how successfully the individual has been making
a decision about employment.’’18

The purpose of this study was to determine motivating
factors that influence students’ choice of pharmacy as a ma-
jor and investigate the association between these motiva-
tions and students’ anticipatory socialization. Anticipatory
socialization refers to an informal process of enculturation
into a profession which may have important implications
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for professional socialization. This study defines anticipa-
tory socialization as the extent to which students are familiar
with their majors, their careers, the relationship between
their major and their career, and their confidence in reach-
ing their career goals. This study answered the following
questions: (1) How do student background factors influence
their choice of pharmacy as an academic major? (2) How
do student background factors influence their anticipatory
socialization? (3) How are student motivations influenced
by their anticipatory socialization?

METHODS
This study is based on a data set from a larger survey

that investigated factors, motivations, and nonacademic in-
fluences that affect the choice of major in pharmacy vs. non-
pharmacy students.19 The study was conducted at a major
urban Catholic university with over 20,000 students, which
draws its student population from one of the most culturally
diverse areas in the United States.20 The pharmacy degree
at the University is configured as a 0-6 program. The survey
sample consisted of 215 freshman and sophomore phar-
macy students who were enrolled in the required course
Interpersonal Communication for the Pharmacist, which
all pharmacy students routinely take during either freshman
or sophomore year.

The instrument used in the study consisted of 72 ques-
tions divided into 8 sections. Anticipatory socialization
was measured using 4 questions: ‘‘How familiar are you
with your intended career choice?’’ ‘‘How familiar are you
with your intended major?’’ ‘‘How important is your major
to your career?’’ ‘‘How confident are you reaching your
career goals?’’

Because the responses to the first 3 questions were
based on a 4-point Likert scale and the fourth question
was based on a 3-point Likert scale, the variables were
standardized before conducting any analyses. After stan-
dardization, items were summed into an anticipatory social-
ization scale, which achieved a coefficient alpha of 0.65.

Pharmacy students were asked to rate their level of
agreement with 6 common motivating factors for choosing
pharmacy as a major on a 5-point Likert scale (1 5 strongly
disagree and 5 5 strongly agree). Motivation items in-
cluded (1) ‘‘I had a better chance to being accepted in
pharmacy than medicine’’ (2) ‘‘I cannot see myself pursu-
ing postgraduate education (ie, medical, doctoral, PhD)’’;
(3) ‘‘It will provide me with an entry level doctoral de-
gree’’; (4) ‘‘I want to have many career opportunities’’;
(5) ‘‘I want to find a cure for a chronic disease’’; and (6)
‘‘I love helping others.’’ Because these items assessed qual-
itatively different motivations, they were treated as discrete
entities in the data analysis.

RESULTS
Two hundred fifteen pharmacy majors participated

in the study. Asian students constituted the majority of
the participants (56.3%), followed by Caucasian/white
(25.6%), and others (18.1%), which included students
identifying themselves as African American or Hispanic/
Latino. Slightly more females (54.4%) participated in the
study than males (43.3%); 2.3% were nonrespondents on
gender. Demographic data are presented in Table 1.

Because the 6 motivational factors were at the ordinal
level of measurement, nonparametric statistics were used.
First, a Friedman test determined there was significant
differences among the 6 motivators (p,0.01).As a conse-
quence, paired comparisons were computed among all
pairs using the Wilcoxon signed rank test. Table 2 con-
tains the descriptive statistics and z scores for each item
and the next highly endorsed item.

The most highly endorsed reason for pursuing a phar-
macy degree was to have many career opportunities. Stu-
dents rated having many career opportunities significantly
higher than the second-ranked reason, which was helping
others (p , 0.01). There was no significant difference
between the second-ranked reason and the third-ranked
reason, providing an entry-level doctoral degree. However,
this was rated significantly higher than the fourth-ranked
motivator, wanting to find a cure for chronic disease (p ,

0.01). That reason was rated significantly higher than the
fifth-rated motivator, perceiving a better chance of being
accepted into pharmacy school than medical school (p ,

0.05), which was in turn ranked significantly higher than
the lowest ranking motivator, not wanting to pursue a post-
graduate degree (p , 0.05).

Table 3 contains the rating of motivating factors by
gender. No significant differences between male and fe-
male students were found on 5 of the 6 motivators. Only
the desire to help others separated the genders, with fe-
male students rating that motivating factor higher than
male students (p , 0.01).

Table 1. Demographics of Students Who Participated in
a Study of Motivating Factors Influencing the Choice of
Pharmacy as a Major (N 5 215)

Variable No. (%)

Racial/Ethnic Background
Asian 121 (56.3)
Caucasian/White 55 (25.6)
Other 39 (18.1)

Gender (n 5 210)a

Female 117 (54.4)
Male 93 (43.3)

a Five participants did not respond to the gender question. Only 210
participants responded to this item.
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Table 4 contains the rating of the 6 motivators by
students according to their racial/ethnic background.
Kruskal-Wallis tests were used to compare differences
and pairwise differences were conducted using the Wil-
coxon signed rank test. Caucasian/white students rated
their level of agreement with 2 of the motivators, provide
an entry-level doctoral degree and provide many career
opportunities, significantly higher (p , 0.05 and p , 0.01,
respectively) than did Asian students.

No differences in anticipatory socialization were
found between male and female students; however, differ-
ences were found among students of different racial/ethical
backgrounds, with Asian students having lower levels of
anticipatory socialization than others (p , 0.01; Tables 5
and 6). Anticipatory socialization then was correlated with
the 6 motivational variables using a two-step multiple re-
gression analysis. Because differences in anticipatory so-
cialization had been found between Asian students and
the other 2 ethnic/racial categories, the sample was divided
into 2 groups: Asian and non-Asian. Ethnic differences
were entered into the first step of the regression analysis.
Asian ethnicity accounted for 10% of the variance in the
first step in the equation (p , 0.01), and the 6 motivational
variables accounted for an additional 9% of the variance
(p , 0.05). These findings also indicate that Asian students
tended to have lower levels of anticipatory socialization
than non-Asian students. In addition, respondents who

were more motivated to become pharmacy students tended
to have higher levels of anticipatory socialization than stu-
dents who were less motivated. The desire to have many
career opportunities (p , 0.05) and loving to help others
(p , 0.05) independently contributed a significant propor-
tion of the variance in anticipatory socialization. That is,
students who were motivated to pursue a pharmacy major
by both career opportunities and helping others tended to
have higher levels of anticipatory socialization than stu-
dents who were motivated by other aspects of majoring in
pharmacy.

DISCUSSION
Pharmacy students had a mixture of pragmatic and

personal motivations for selecting pharmacy as a major.
Career opportunities constitute the most highly endorsed
motivation, and this was seen to a greater extent among
Caucasian/white students than Asian students. Students
often choose pharmacy as a major for employment oppor-
tunities or pragmatic reasons,2-4,7-10 and this is not unique
to pharmacy majors as most US students, regardless of
geographic location or discipline chosen, go to college to
improve their financial status.21 Further, many choose
majors that will presumably bring them financial suc-
cess.22-24 These decisions may be motivated by the high
value that the United tends to place on material success.25

It is important to consider how likely students with this

Table 2. Motivations of Pharmacy Students Who Participated in a Study of Factors Influencing the Choice of Pharmacy as a Major

Motivation
Descriptive Statistics,

Mean (SD)a
Wilcoxon z-Score

With Next P

Want many career opportunities 4.3 (0.8) 2.61 0.01
Love helping others 4.1 (0.9) 1.07 0.32
Provide entry-level doctoral degree 4 (1) 6.86 ,0.01
Want to find a cure for chronic disease 3.2 (1.2) 2.11 0.03
Better chance of being accepted in pharmacy

than medicine
2.9 (1.5) 2.12 0.04

Do not want to pursue postgraduate degree 2.7 (1.4)
a Rating scale for motivation items was from 1 5 strongly disagree to 5 5 strongly agree.

Table 3. Motivations by Gender of Students Who Participated in a Study of Factors Influencing the Choice of Pharmacy as a Major

Female Male

Motivation n Mean (SD)a n Mean (SD)a P

Better chance of being accepted in pharmacy
than medicine

110 2.8 (1.5) 83 3.1 (1.5) 0.19

Do not want to pursue postgraduate degree 113 2.6 (1.4) 89 2.7 (1.4) 0.47
Provide entry-level doctoral degree 113 4 (1.1) 89 4 (1) 0.98
Want many career opportunities 116 4.4 (0.8) 93 4.2 (0.9) 0.10
Want to find a cure for chronic disease 113 3.3 (1.2) 90 3.1 (1.2) 0.11
Love helping others 115 4.3 (1) 93 4 (1) ,0.01
a Rating scale for motivation items was from 1 5 strongly disagree to 5 5 strongly agree.
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motivation are to become effective professionals/be effec-
tive in their profession. Pharmacy students must under-
stand that to follow a patient-centered philosophy and
provide pharmaceutical care, they must place patient wel-
fare before monetary incentives.26,27 The extent to which
students’ desire for career success in pharmacy school later
influences their professional practice could be explored.

Caucasian/white students also seem more inclined
than Asian students to select pharmacy for the practical
reason that it would provide them with an entry-level
doctoral degree. The impact that the availability of US
federal loans to US citizens had on the differences in
students’ motivations by ethnicity/race must also be con-
sidered since many of the Asian students in the study were
international students and this group’s ineligibility for US
federal loans may have resulted in the program attracting
only those international students who were not motivated
primarily by monetary factors.

A desire to help others was the second most highly
endorsed motivation by participants in this study and
a stronger motivation for female than male students—both
of which are findings supported by previous studies.3,10

This finding is not surprising, especially because affective
behaviors, such as empathy and compassion, have been
stereotypically ascribed to women and are also needed in
patient-centered pharmacy.28-30 The increase in female
applicants and decrease in male applicants to pharmacy
schools since 1985,31 suggests that further studies are
needed to examine the influence of gender on choice of
pharmacy as a career.

We found Asian students had lower levels of antici-
patory socialization than other students, suggesting that
this group may enter pharmacy programs without a clear
understanding of the skills required to succeed as a phar-
macist. The pharmacy students in this study were in their
first year of coursework and the majority were Asian.
Asians are also the largest non-Caucasian racial/ethnic
group among pharmacy students in the United States.32

Education is a significant part of anticipatory socializa-
tion in that it ushers students toward their profession. Pro-
fessional socialization depends on the collective efforts
by pharmacy schools and educators, professionals, and
students.13 Pharmacy students’ image of the profession,
their knowledge of the major, and the experience they
gain during their professional years all play a key role
in their profession. Pharmacy schools should develop an
outreach program to help Asian students learn about the
requirements for the degree and expectations for a phar-
macy career. Orientation sessions can remind students of
the significance of their own efforts in adopting the norms
and values of the profession.13 Web sites or videotapes
depicting the pharmacy profession in different settings
can be helpful tools as well. Universities are supposed
to be learning communities.33 Because of less experience
with informal learning environments, Asian students
should be encouraged to participate outside the classroom
activities, including symposia, student study groups, bull
sessions, and student-faculty get-togethers. These envi-
ronments are every bit as important in learning about
being a member of the pharmaceutical profession as what
takes place in the classroom and help to integrate students,

Table 5. Anticipatory Socialization by Gender and Racial/
Ethnic Background of Students Who Participated in the Study
of Factors Influencing Their Choice of Pharmacy As a Major

Anticipatory Socializationa

n Mean (SD)

Gender
Female 117 -0.04 (2.7)
Male 93 0.05 (2.9)

Racial/ethnic backgroundb

Asian 121 -0.59 (2.8)
White 55 1.37 (2.2)
Other 39 -0.10 (3.1)

a Anticipatory socialization scale items standardized.
b p , 0.01, pairwise comparisons: White, Other .Asian.

Table 4. Motivations by Racial/Ethnic Background of Students Who Participated in a Study of Factors Influencing Their Choice
of Pharmacy as a Major

Asian White Other

Motivation n Mean (SD)a n Mean (SD)a n Mean (SD)a P

Better chance of being accepted in pharmacy
than medicine

112 3.2 (1.6) 49 2.6 (1.3) 36 2.9 (1.5) 0.10

Do not want to pursue postgraduate degree 117 2.6 (1.3) 52 2.8 (1.4) 37 2.6 (1.6) 0.59
Provide entry-level doctoral degreeb 115 3.9 (1.1) 53 4.4 (0.7) 38 4.1 (1.1) 0.03
Want many career opportunitiesb 121 4.2 (0.9) 55 4.6 (0.8) 38 4.5 (0.8) ,0.01
Want to find a cure for chronic disease 115 3.3 (1.1) 54 3.2 (1.2) 38 3.2 (1.3) 0.96
Love helping others 120 4.1 (1) 55 4.4 (0.8) 38 4 (1.1) 0.16
a Rating scale for motivation items was from 1 5 strongly disagree to 5 5 strongly agree.
b Pairwise comparisons: white students rated this item higher than Asian students.
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especially those from immigrant cultures, into the profes-
sional culture. Asian students’ relative lack of anticipatory
socialization suggested by this study indicates that phar-
macy schools need to increase their awareness about and
sensitivity toward these ‘‘collectivistic’’ cultures, which
tend to cherish values such as groupness, interdependence,
social harmony, and indirect communication.34,25 Increased
cultural awareness and sensitivity may help schools and
colleges of pharmacy discover more appropriate instruction
methods for students from diverse cultures.

Students with higher levels of motivation tended to
have higher levels of anticipatory socialization. This is
especially true with students who are motivated by career
opportunities and the desire to help others. Effective ap-
proaches to help socialize pharmacy students into the pro-
fession early on include providing role models or mentors,
special introductory courses, service-learning opportuni-
ties, volunteer work, and/or internships.13,35-36

This study had several limitations. The survey was con-
ducted at a single site; therefore, the findings must be con-
sidered preliminary and may be generalized only to other
urban settings with a culturally diverse student body. Also,
the College of Pharmacy and Allied Health Professions has
a 0-6 program and a student population that differs from
the majority of pharmacy programs in the country, further
limiting the generalizability of the findings. Finally, cate-
gorization of students as ‘‘Asian’’ or ‘‘Caucasian’’ fails to
recognize the diversity within each group, thus, findings
regarding students’ motivations based on race/ethnicity
may not be repeatable even in a study with a demographi-
cally similar population.

CONCLUSION
Students who are looking for career opportunities and

those who desire to help others tend to have more knowl-
edge of the profession and confidence in their ability to
succeed in a pharmacy career than other students. Antici-
patory socialization influences students’ motivations, and

students who are career oriented and/or oriented toward
helping others tend to have a better idea of the pharmacy
profession than other students. There is a need for outreach
to and inclusion of Asian students in informal and semi-
formal interactions with peers and faculty members within
the college/school of pharmacy. More research is needed
on students’ early knowledge of the profession, motiva-
tional factors, and subsequent achievement in pharmacy
programs. In addition, research needs to be conducted on
the same factors, retention rates, and subsequent achieve-
ment among Asian students in pharmacy programs.
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